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OLYMPIA ARENA (Olympia Stadium) HABS No. MI-252

Location: 5920 Grand River Avenue
Detroit, Michigan 48208
USGS Detroit, Michigan, Quadrangle
UTH Coordinatesa: 17.327000.4691000

Date of .
Construction: 1927, with addition in 1965.

Present Ownar: City of Detroit, HMichigan
Present Occupant!: Vacant

Significance. From its opening in October, 1927, until
its closing in December, 19792, Olympia
Arena waa Detroit’s principal indoor arena
for asporting eventsa, including profeasional
hockey and baaketball games, track meetsa,
boxing matches, and bicycle rsces. The
building hoated other forma of masassa
entertainment, including ice ahows, the
circua, rodeos, and rock concerta. Ovar
its long history, Olympia was the center
for political and asocial conventions,
trade shows, expositiona, and varioua other
attractiona and events. Jt ia best
remembered aa the home of the Detroit Red
Winga. Designed by C. Howard Crane, an
internstionally known theater architect, _
Olympia Arena is a Detroit landmark becauas
of its handsome Romanesgue exterior and
its imposing size. It is an engineering
monument as well, because it contained tne
largest indcor skating rink in the United
Statesa when it opened in 1927.

Project
Information: Thias documentation waa undertaken in May
and June, 1986 in accordance with an
agreement between the City of Detroit, the
State Hiatoric Preservation Office, and the
National Park Service as a mitigative
mesagure prior to building demcolition.

Charles K. Hyds

Asasociate Professor of History
Wayne State University
Detroit, Michigan 48202
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PART I - HISTORY OF THE OLYMPIA ARENA

Olympia Arana was conatructed on Grand River Avenue at McGraw
Avenue, approximately three miles from the center of Detroit’s
Central Businesa Diatrict of the early 1920a, This ares
remained undevaloped until the mid-188Ca, but by 1890, a large
farmhouae atood at 1420 Grand River Avenue, the parcel which
baecame 5912 Grand River Avenue in 1921. In 1890, Jamea D.
Scovel, a partner in Scovel Brothera, seed growera, occupled
the houaa and oparated a aaad farm. By tha late 1890Ca, a
large brick farmhouse and three modeat frame housea atood on
the property. By 1910, the farmhouse fronting on Grand River
Avenue was atill atanding, but tha remaining land between
McGraw and Hooker Avenus to the north waa aubdivided into
building lota, with fifteen frame housesa fronting on McGraw and
Hooker, a dozen vacant lota, and an alley betwean thenm. A
five unit apartment houae, 'The Barton,' fronted on Lawton
Avenue. A real eatate atlaa prepared in 1923 showa a well-
developed reaidential neighborhood, with 26 houaea between
Hooker and McGraw, The area north of Hooker was alaoc fully-
developed aa a subdiviaion.l

Thia waa an excellent location for a sports arena bacause Grand
River Avenue was & major aurface atreet extending in a
northweaterly direction from downtown Detroit and both Grand
River and McGraw had major arterial linea of the electric
atreetcar ayatem. A ayndicate of Detroit buaineaamen
eatabliashed the Detroit Hockey Club, Inc., atarted aite
preparation for a new stadium in the aummer of 1926, and then
purchaaad a National Hockay League Franchiae on 235 September
1326. The building permit for Olympia waa iaaued on 3 February
1927 to thas Detroit Hockey Club and A.A. Scovel, “to erect a
brick and concrete aporta arena” valued at =1,253,300.2

Charles Howard Crane, who daaignad Olympia Arena, was one of
the premiar thsater architacts in the United Statas in tha
twentieth century. Born in Hartford, Connacticut in 1885, he
completed public high achool thers and in 13903-04, ha bagan hia
active career aa a draftamen with the Connecticut-based firm of
Bayley & Goodrich. Ha moved to Detrolt in 1903 and initially
workaed in the officaa of Albert Kahn and the firm of Smith,
Hinchman & Grylla. Crane launched an independent practice in
1909 and quickly earned a reputation as a specialiat in the
deaign of theatera, particularly motion picture theatera. By
the lata 1930a, hia firm alaoc eatablished an offica in London,
whars he workad from 1934 to 1938 dasigning Earl‘’s Court and
parmanent exhibition buildinga.
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Crane’s architectural career reflected the emergence of mass
conaumer entertainment in the early twentieth century. He
built numerous theaters sa well sa auditoriumas and atadiuma for
enterpriaing buaineaamen who capiltalized on the era’a seemingly
limitleaa demand for moviea, rodeoa, trachk meetsa, team sports,
and other forma of entertainment. Detroit’s firat theater
diatrict, hoating vaudeville, burleagque showa, and the novel
ailent motion pictures, waa on Monroe Street, where the city’sa
firat movie theater, the CASINO, opened in 1905. Crane’a
earlleat theater, the PALACE {(ca. 1914) waa built on Monroe.
Hias MADISON THEATER (191i6) in Detroit‘as booming Grand Circua
Park entertainment diatrict, firnly eatabliahed hia reputation
aa a deaigner of movie theatera. According to W. Hewkina
Ferry, *no architect did more to promote the development of the
movie theater than C. Howard Crane.”3 By the end of his
career, Crane had completed 250 theaters in the United Stateasa
and Canada, with more than 50 in Detroit alone.4

Detroit’as movie theaters of the 1910a typically borrowed fronm
traditicnal archltectural atylea, eapecially the Iteslian
Renaiasance. In the 1920a, however, exotic and bizarre forma
of architscture found thelr way into the elegant fantaay world
of the movie palace. Architecta such aa Crane, working in
unison with interior designera, utilized Middle Eaastern, Asian,
and Latin American atylas to giva the bulldinga a *“make
believe'" atmosphere. Crane built several of his most important
movie theaters in the Grand Circua Park diesetrict;:; the CAPITAL
THEATER (1922), the STATE THEATER (1925); the UNITED ARTISTS
THEATER (1928): and hia moast famoua, the FOX THEATER (1928) on
Woodward Avenue. The FOX THEATER opened in September, 1928,
with 8 seating capascity of 5,000. The psistial atructure haa a
vaast auditorium unobstructed by columna and it drew upon
Burmease, Hindu, Peraian, and Chineae art for design
inapiration. While Crane’s work aa an architect wae primarily
in the entertainment field, not ell of hia projects were motion
plecture thestera. One of his earlieat major commissions wasa for
ORCHESTRA HALL (1919), the home of the Detroit Symphony until
1955.3

The Olympia Arena is perhaps the least-known of Crane’s major
worka. Like other entertalnment facilitiea Crane deaigned,
Olymrpia was maasasive by the atandarda of the day.

In purely architectural ternma, Olympia was far less wondrous
and fanciful than other public atructures of the late 1920a,
including Crane’s theatera. To some extend, the buff, red, and
green colora originally used on the interior contrsasted with
the rather ordinary-locking, dark-red brick and brown terra
cotte trimminga of the Romaneaque extarior. Olympla’s
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significancs, according to Crane himsalf, lay in the area of

- enginearing, notably in the elaborate refrigeration aystem that
made Olympia Arana tha largeat ica-skating rink in the United
Stataa at tha time it opened, with an ice aurface maasuring 110
feat wida and 242 feet in length.

Well before the Olympila Arena waa conatructed, the Detroit
Hockey Club bought the Victoria Cougars of tha Weastern Canada
L.eague, moved the team to Detroit, and renamed them the Detroit
Cougara. On 18 November 1926, the Cougara played the firat NHL
game, a 2-0 losa to the Boaton Bruina. The Detroit team plaved
ite home gamee et the Border City Arena in Windsocr, Ontario,
during this initial aeason. The loyal Cougar fans had to ride
a ferry acrosas the Detroit River in winter, then take taxia to
the “home" ice in Windsor, and repeat thias ordeal after the
game. Thelr efforta went unrawarded, for Detroit won only 12
of 44 gamea, and finiahed dead laat in the standinga. Two
importent changea were evident during the 1927-28 seasaon -
Olympie Stadium waas finiahed and became the home of the
Cougara, and Jack Adams begsn hia illuatrioua 35-year coaching
carear in Detroit. After losing the initial hockey game at
Olympia on 22 Novembar 1927 to the Ottawa Senators, Detroit
finiahed in fourth place in the league, with a .500 record.

The team changed ita name to tha Detroit Falcons for tha 1930-
31 segaon, but thia brought no improvement in the team’a
performence,

Tha Olympia Arena was built mainly to serve aa the home for
Detroit’s professional hockay team. At the laying of tha
cornaretone on & March 1927, Frank Calder, Preaident of the
National Hockey League, wasa one of a hsndful of dignitaries
preeent, including Datroit’s mayor, John Smith. Still, the
earliaat aventa at Olympia featured many other typea of
entertainment. Olympia’a official formal opening was on 17
October 1927, while the firet major event waa a Boy Scout Day
program of 22 October 1927, featuring "The March of the Flagsa,"
e U.5. Nevy Band concert, snd the International Cowboy Rodeo
Chempionehipa.® Profeasaional boxing waa s major attraction aa
well. On 26 October 1927, Tom Heeney, a Naw Zaaland
hesvyweight, won e ten-round decision over Johnny Riako of
Clavaland, before a packad house of 17,000 apectatora. Two
weeka latar, "Tiger" Flowera and Maxie Roaenbloom, two
middleweighta, fought to a draw. Starting on 12 November 1927,
Olympie waa the acene of a aix dsy bicycle race.? Conventiona
ware aleo an important psrt of Olyspla‘a hiatory. One of tha
earliaat waa the nationel convention of the American Legion,
hald in Datroit for five days beginning 21 Septamrber 1931.
Preaidant Harbart Hoovar addressed the delegatas at Olympia at
their opening aeaaion.8 Through ths reat of the building’sa
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long life, it remained a center for various typea of maaa
entertainment, including the Ice Capades and other ice showa,
and increasingly in the 1960a and 1970a, for rock concerta.

During the early yeara of the Depression, the Detroit Hockey
Club suffered subatantial losses and on 28 April 1932, the
Union Guardian Trust Company, trustee, filed a notice of
default on mortgage paymenta againat the Detroit Hockey Club
and Angia Scovel. 0On 28 July 1933, the Detroit Hockey Club was
ordered to pay a aum of $776,770 by the middle of August or
face the sale of the premisea. The mortgage waa forecloaed on
4 November and the Union Guardian Truat Company waa granted a
truatee deed for the property. Later in November 1933, James
Norris, a Chicago induatrialiat, purchaaed the arena property
aa well aa the team, which he renamed the "Red Winga,™ with
the winged wheel aa ita inaignia.? Detroit won the league
championahip in the 1933-34 seaacn, the atart of a long history
of hockey aucceaa achieved by the combination of Jack Adamsa
and the Norria family.10

Olympia underwent no aubatantial atructural changes during the
firat forty yeara of operation. In 1965, a major addition waa
rade to the northeaat (back) aide of Olympia, primarily to
increaae the arena‘’a capacity by 1,800 aeata. The addition
conaiated of a ateel-framed four-atory aegment meaauring 236
feet 9 inchea long, 81 feet 10 inchea wide, and 98 feet &
inches high. The building permit indicated an eatimated coat
of 81 million, but the overall cost of thia project waa roughly
S2 million. The 1965 rehabilitation was already underway by
the time of the official groundbreaking ceremony on 23 June
1965, attended by Detroit Mayor Jerome Cavanaugh and Sid Abel,
the Genera)l Manager of the Detroit Hockey Club. Thia work,
completed in time for the start of the 19685-66 hockey aeason,
included the inatallation of 13,000 aeata, at a coat of £23
each, new boarda, and new timeclocka.ll 1In the summer of 13967,
the piping ayatem which carried the brine to cool the water to
produce the ice aurface waa replaced.l2 Private box aeats
were added in the early 1970s, but there were no cther major
changes in the building,. '

The deterioration of the nearby neighborhood more than the
condition of the building led to a deciaion to replace Olympia.
Suburban aitea were conaidered, but the Detroit Hockey Club
finally moved to the new city-owned Joe Louia Arena on
Detroit’s riverfront in December, 1979. The Red Winga played
their laat game at Olympia on 15 December 1973, a 4-4 tie with
the Quebec Nordigues. An old-timers game waa played there on
22 February 1980, the laat event of any kind held at Olympia
Arena.13 The Norria Grain Company, a& Nevada Corporation, then
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so0ld the building and land to the City of Detroit on 17 March
1981 for 8373,513, ending a long period of Norris family
ownerahip.14

PART II - DESCRIPTICN QGF THE OLYMPIA ARENA

Glympia Arena is a polygonal, six-sided, steel and reinforced
concrete building located on Grand Rivar Avenue between McGraw
and Hooker, south of West Grand Boulevard. As originally
built, three of the sides, facing Grand River Avenue, McGraw,
and Lawton, were 173 feet, 317 feet, and 224 feet in length
raspectively. The north wall originally had three segments,
which, proceeding from west to eaat, were 140 feet, 117 feet,
and 145 feet long. The 1965 addition to the eaat end of the
building, facing Lawton, waa 224 feet long asnd 81 feet wide.
The front of the building from grade level to the top of the
pediment is 107 feet high.

On the interior, the main ateel roof truasases, built by the
Maasillon Bridge and Structural Company of Maaasillon, Ohio,
have s span of 186 feet and sre 90 feet above the arena floor.
Clympia Arena haa five distinct levela: the ground-floor arena
level; a mezzanine; e main aeating section: the balcony
seating aection; end a fifth aection contelning the roof
supporta. When origilnally built, Olympie enclosed 7.3 million
cubic feet and provided a floor apace of 77,393 aguare feet,
Underneath the oval 1ce-skasting rink measuring 242 feet long
end 110 feet wide, was a labyrinth of 74,880 feet of 1 1\4
inch pipe, plecad four inches apert, center-to-center, which
carried the brine coclant to creete the ice surface. A layer
of concrete covered the pipea. The center of the baaement
housed brine coeolers and pumpa to move the brine throughout the
piping system.15

The style of the exterior of Glympia is Romanesgue in
derivation. Overall, the building appears heavy and fortreas-
like, weighed down by the masaive uae of dark red brick which
is relieved occasionally by brown buff terra cotta trimmings.
The main facade along Grand River Avenue is aymmetrically
arranged and ia the most decorative of the facades. A course
of denticulated brick, bordered with stone, surrounds the
entire structure at the mezzanine lavel, aetting off the
entrance saection from the remainder of the bullding. Althoughn
now boarded up, the entrance level was designed to accommodate
up to thirteen retail storea along Grand River and McGraw, wlth
passageways only to the cutside. A three-sided marguise atanda
above the Grand River entrance, with the letters "OLYMPIA" 1in
the middle. Above the marguisze, two original ateel flag poleas
protrude from the facade on a 45 degree angle, Other featuras
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include two large neon OLYMPIA signa on the Grand River and
MceGraw facadea, at the intersection of the two atreets, Thegse
aigna date from the 1950a and replaced a 60 foot high vertical
neon sign which was also on the Grand River facade. but which
extended akhout ten feet over the aidewalk.

Inmediately above the lower-level courge line, nine steel-
aashed, agquare and rectangular windows stretch along the Grand
River facade. The window apacesa function as the firat atages
cf a seriea of elongated, Romaneagque-like archea, each filled
with denticulated brick and outlined by a border of & inch
brick, that extend more than helf way up the building,
correaponding to the main aeating and balcony aeating levela on
the interior. A seriea of two windowa and three atylized
arches alao appear on the Hooker and McGraw facadea, near the
front of the building. Prominently displayed in the center of
the Grand River facade, in the middle of a aeriea of atylized
arches, ia a large and deeply-receased arch, which currently
displaya a Detroit Red Winga logo, painted on a wooden
background. The archway was originally filled with black
glass, Briefly interrupting the aclid brick work in the space
between the seriea of archea and the ¢ornice are three terra
cotta medallionas which feature hockey players and runnera. Two
additicnal examples of medalliona with runners can be aeen on
the McGraw and Hoocker facades.

The Grand River facade culminates in a pediment, corresponding
to the creat in the gable-ahaped roof. The architect described
the roof aa light-welight and made of "I-plate construction
covered with two thicknesses of insulation and an aabeatosa
roof."1l® Originally, three ateel flag polea rose vertically
from the roof, one of them from the center of the pediment.

A cornice follows the pediment and continues along the roof
line of the entire building. Composed of dentilas and moldings,
the cornice isa aeparated from the reat of the building by ita
light Lterra cotta compoaition. Blind arcading, appearing only
on the building below the pediment and cornice, givea an added
decorative touch to the Grand River aide.

Except for the course line and cornice extending the length of
McGraw and Hooker, and short aegmente toward Grand River which
contain medallions, windowa, and arches, the McGraw and Hooker
facadea are large and relatively unadorned aurfacesa, broken
occaaionally by very noticeable air venta and by two entrancea
on each aide. Faintly detectable along the McGraw and Hooker
facades are large rectangular areas outlines with eight inch
brick that project one half inch. The rectangular, concrete
and ateel four-atory addition made to the rear of the building
in 19685 atanda aharply apart from the reast of Olympia.
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l1Sanborn Maps of 1897, 1910, Baist Map of 1923. The area
between McGraw and Hooker was called Elfbrink’s Subdivision and
the area north of Hooker was Ingeraoll’s Subdivision.

2City of Detroit, Building Permits Microfilm and Index,
Permit No. 24157, iaasued 3 February 1927.

3W. Hawkina Ferry, The Buildings of Detroit: A Hiatory
(Detroit, 1980), pp. 323.

d4Information on Crane’s career is from Ferry, The
Buildings of Detroit, pp. 323-326, 136;:; A.N. Marquis,

The Book of Detrojterga (Chicago, 19%14), p. 129; and
Who’s Who in America, Vol. 20 (1938-39), p. 649.

SGeorge B. Catlin, The Story of Detroit (Detroit, 1923),
pp. 698-704,

6petroit Olympia Company, Boy Scout Day. Souvenir Program,
October 22, 1927 (Detroit, 1927).

701lympia Stadium, QOfficial Program and Guide (Detroit,
19275 .

8Photo Collections, Burton Historical Collections, Detroit
Publi¢ Library, Conventiona/American Legion/ 1931,

9City of Detroit, Land Tract Index, Book No. 411-A,
Liber 11, Plat 98.

10petroit Red Winga, 1979-1980 Facts Book, p. 2: Detroit
Free Pregas, 3 June 1986, p. 3D.

11City of Detroit, Building Permita Microfilm and Index,
Parmit No. 73536, 13 Augusat 1565 and the Detroit Free Preas,
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12peltemp Ice Rink News Photo, “New Pipea - Summer 1967,"
held by the Detroit Hockey Club, Joe Louis Arena, Detroit,
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13petroit Free Prese, 3 June 1986, p. 3D.

14City of Detroit, Land Tract Index, Book No. 411-A,
Liber 11, Plat 98.
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Theg American Architect, MNay 20, 1328, pp. 689-696,
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SKETCH OF BUILDING ALIGNMENT AND NEARBY STREETS, 19 June 1986
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